Silent myocardial ischemia: diagnosis, clinical significance and management.
With the inception of continuous ECG monitoring with high-fidelity reproduction of the ST-segment, silent myocardial ischemia has been regarded with increasing importance in the detection and management of coronary artery disease. With the aid of a variety of invasive and noninvasive methods, the validity of ST-segment depression as indicative of myocardial ischemia, even in the absence of symptoms, has been adequately documented. In completely asymptomatic subjects with positive evidence of silent ischemia in the exercise ECG or Holter monitoring, the risk of developing a future manifestation of coronary artery disease may be up to ten-fold higher than in individuals with negative tests In patients with established coronary artery disease, concomitant use of continuous ECG monitoring and exercise testing, methods which complement each other rather than being mutually exclusive, a substantial number of patients with otherwise typical angina pectoris may be found to have silent ischemic episodes. An adequate differentiation between those with symptomatic and those who are asymptomatic based on characterization with respect to age, sex, hypertension, coronary anatomy, etc., has not been successful. Patients with silent ischemia during exercise may also exhibit more episodes of silent ischemia during daily activities and up to 75% of ischemic episodes may be asymptomatic. In general, however, silent ischemia during exercise appears more common than silent ischemia only during daily activities. In the latter case, since there is usually no increase in heart rate, the pathophysiology is regarded as dissimilar from that associated with exercise-induced ischemia. While the presence of silent ischemia appears quite common in patients after acute myocardial infarction, its occurrence, to date, has not been confirmed to carry additional risk, whereas in unstable angina, the association of silent ischemia is indicative of a higher probability of subsequent cardiac events.